
International Invention of Scientific Journal 
Online ISSN: 2457-0958 

Available Online at https://iisj.in Volume 10, Issue 02 (April-May-June) |2026|Page: 240-243 

IISJ: April, May, June 2026                                                                                                                              Page | 240  

© 2026 The Author(s). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (CC 

BY 4.0). https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/ 

Original Research Paper-Humanities and Social Sciences 

Cultural Echoes and Hybrid Narratives: A Postcolonial Analysis of Haruki 

Murakami’s Norwegian Wood through Homi Bhabha’s theories 

 

Corresponding Author: 

Saeed Onie Roodi 
Department of Foreign Languages and Literature, University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran   

Received: 16 May 2026, Accepted: 02 June 2026, Online First: 16 June 2026   
ABSTRACT:  
Haruki Murakami’s 1987 novel Norwegian Wood is often read as a melancholic coming-of-age love story, yet its 

engagement with post-war Japan’s cultural dislocation remains underexamined through postcolonial theory. This article 

aims to demonstrate how Homi K. Bhabha’s concepts of cultural hybridity, mimicry, and the “third space” can illuminate 

the novel’s representation of identity negotiation among Japanese youth confronting Westernization in 1960s Tokyo. 

The analysis addresses two central questions: (1) How do major characters in Norwegian Wood perform or resist cultural 

mimicry in response to Western influences? (2) In what ways does the novel’s narrative structure and setting create a 

Bhabhaian “third space” that destabilizes fixed notions of traditional versus modern Japanese identity? Drawing on 

Bhabha’s theoretical framework from The Location of Culture, this thematic textual analysis examines key passages 
involving linguistic behaviour, musical and literary tastes, spatial settings (university dorms, rural sanatoriums, and 

urban Tokyo), and character interactions between Toru Watanabe, Naoko, Midori, and Nagasawa. The analysis reveals 

three main findings. First, Watanabe’s immersion in Western literature and music operates as ambivalent mimicry 

neither complete assimilation nor outright rejection. Second, the novel’s female characters embody contrasting strategies 

of hybrid identity, with Naoko representing failed negotiation and Midori exemplifying creative cultural synthesis. 

Third, the sanatorium scenes function as a Bhabhaian “third space” where binary oppositions (Japanese/Western, 

tradition/modernity, sanity/madness) temporarily dissolve, enabling new identity formations. This reading extends 

postcolonial criticism beyond colonizer/colonized binaries to post-war Japan as a non-Western, post-imperial context. 

It challenges readings of Murakami as merely “Westernized” and instead positions Norwegian Wood as a critical 

meditation on hybridity. The article contributes to the growing body of scholarship on global Murakami reception by 

showing how Bhabha’s framework reveals the novel’s unresolved tensions around cultural belonging tensions that 

continue to resonate in contemporary Japan.                                                                                    
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INTRODUCTION: 
“This world is a piece of ****. The ******* are earning 
their college credits and helping to create a society in 

their own disgusting image” (Murakami 123). In the 
midst of cultural turmoil in the 1960s, Japan, Toru’s 
words, the protagonist of Haruki Murakami’s 
“Norwegian Wood,” captures the fractured postcolonial 
condition of a generation caught between the fading 
traditions of Japan and the invading influences of the 
West. 
After the Meiji Restoration and more specifically the 
years following World War II, Japan experienced an 
intense cultural transformation as it grasped the legacy 
of its colonial past and the invasion of Western 

influences. The country’s rapid modernization and 
integration into the global economy led to a blurring of 
traditional Japanese values and the emergence of a new, 
hybrid cultural landscape. This postcolonial condition 
is clearly depicted in Haruki Murakami’s 1987 novel 
“Norwegian Wood. 

Set in the late 1960s, “Norwegian Wood” follows the 
story of Toru Watanabe, a university student searching 
for the complexities of love, loss, and identity in a 
mysteriously changing Japan. 
Murakami, a best-selling Japanese writer, owes most of 
his popularity to the publishing of this novel. 

Perhaps, after the translation of the novel in Korea 
alongside Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye and in Hong 
Kong and Taiwan and later on in the UK and the USA, 
Murakami turned from an ordinary writer into a 
phenomenon. “By phenomenon, Rubin refers to the 
extensive range of readers from young girls to men in 
their forties and the influence over other industries such 
as advertising and music” (Wakatsuki, Tomoki 159). 
Scholars have long analyzed works written by 
Murakami since the Murakami boom in the 1980s, and 
his works have been the subject of extensive scholarly 

analysis, with many critics examining the novels’ 
engagement with different themes like postcolonialism 
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and psychoanalytic and cultural studies, to name but a 
few. 
For instance, Matthew C. Strecher (1999) posits that a 
recurring motif in Murakami’s literary corpus is the 
inherent tension between the autonomous self and the 
pervasive socio-political apparatus of post-1970s Japan. 
Strecher characterizes this overarching social 
architecture as “the system,” representing the rigid 
framework that dictates the lived experiences of 

individuals in contemporary Japanese society. 
Reading most of Murakami’s works, such as Colorless 
Tsukuru Tazaki and His Years of Pilgrimage (Shikisai 
o Motanai Tazaki Tsukuru to, Kare no Junrei no Toshi), 
Kafka on the Shore (Umibe no Kafuka), Norwegian 
Wood (Noruwei no Mori), etc., we witness an aloof, 
standoffish, and unapproachable protagonist with a 
deep well of isolation that no amount of activity or 
number of people could fill, conflicting with the broader 
social and cultural norms that rule life in modern Japan. 
Similarly, Takagi argues the role of Tokyo as a maze in 

the characters’ experiencing “disorientation” and trying 
to find a way out (2010). This idea is applicable to the 
writer’s both magical realist novel, like Hardboiled 
Wonderland and the End of the World, and realist 
Norwegian Wood. 
Other scholars have situated “Norwegian Wood” within 
the broader tradition of post-colonial literature. They 
coined the term “Murakami Phenomenon,” which is 
closely related to globalization and cosmopolitanism, 
and that these terms are rather interdependent. As 
Wakatsuki notes: 

It is critical to recognize that what makes Murakami’s 
works popular around the world is neither detachment 
nor the diasporic dimension of cosmopolitanism. 
Rather, the works’ “everyday cosmopolitanism” allows 
people to communicate and understand others beyond 
national borders regardless of ethnic or religious 
allegiances. 
As Homi K. Bhabha’s influential postcolonial concepts 
of mimicry, hybridity, and third space offer a 
compelling framework for analyzing Haruki 
Murakami’s novels, this article employs a postcolonial 

perspective to provide a broad overview of hybridity 
and hybrid narratives in postcolonial literature and 
delves deeply into close readings and analysis of 
specific narrative techniques used by Murakami in 
“Norwegian Wood.” 
The following section investigates the novel’s primary 
setting the urban environment where the narrative 
unfolds through the lens of Homi K. Bhabha’s concept 
of the "third space." This analysis seeks to determine 
whether this setting functions as a fertile ground for 
agency and whether it facilitates a truly international 
cultural dialogue that transcends the superficiality of 

exoticized multiculturalism or if it instead serves as a 
site for the articulation of cultural hybridity. 
We will further discuss to reveal all the indelible traces 
of hybridity that could be found in the text, and most 
importantly, we will scrutinize all the traces and facts to 
see if they drift in and out between resembling and 
menacing the colonial power. To Bhabha it is both. 

 

DISCUSSION: 

The majority of the narrative unfolds within the 
sprawling landscape of Tokyo, a labyrinthine 

metropolis characterized by its seemingly infinite scale 
a quality Haruki Murakami famously captures by noting 
that the city’s vastness ensures it remains perpetually 
beyond total exploration (Murakami 32). Within 
Murakami’s broader literary corpus, Tokyo typically 
serves as a symbol for the fractured, chaotic essence of 
contemporary Japanese society. In Norwegian Wood, 
this urban disorientation is sharply contrasted with the 
structured, historical tranquility of Kyoto, which serves 
as a sanctuary for Naoko. Following a prolonged period 
of silence and emotional withdrawal, Naoko eventually 

reaches out to Toru in early July via a letter. In this 
correspondence, she offers an apology for her extended 
absence and details her current state, explaining her 
relocation from Tokyo to her hometown of Kobe and 
finally to a therapeutic facility in Kyoto, as advised by 
her physician. 
He tells me there is a place in the hills outside Kyoto 
that would be perfect for me, and I’m thinking of 
spending a little time there. It’s not exactly a hospital, 
more of a sanatorium kind of thing with a far freer style 
of treatment. I’ll leave the details for another letter. 

What I need now is to rest my nerves in a quiet place cut 
off from the world. (Murakami 53). 
It is totally apparent how the main characters are 
running away from the attracting center of all the trauma 
and disillusionment. Perhaps that’s what Murakami is 
trying to turn the spotlight on. Escaping Tokyo, as 
Takagi states, “Tokyo-centeredness is actually cultural 
de-centeredness, which is similar to a postmodern 
condition of schizophrenia” (195), and taking shelter in 
a place that is most probably the exact opposite of it. 
The “Ami Hostel” in Kyoto, with no TV or radio that 

Murakami indirectly but purposefully suggests, is a 
utopia. It is also worth mentioning that Murakami 
himself was born in Kyoto. 
These components resonate with Homi Bhabha’s notion 
of the "third space," a liminal and inherently unstable 
domain where cultural distinctions and subjectivities are 
continuously mediated. Central to this framework is the 
potential for the birth of novel, hybrid identities; as 
Bhabha posited, "Hybridity to me is the third space that 
enables other positions to emerge” (Huddart 85). 
Toru Watanabe, the protagonist, is described as 

speaking “like a dubbed version of Humphrey Bogart.” 
This linguistic habit is interpreted as a form of “colonial 
‘mimicry” Watanabe is parodying the speech patterns of 
the Western colonizer (Bogart) as a way of embodying 
cultural hybridity. 
The Bogart-esque mimicry displayed by Watanabe 
reflects the broader way in which “the newness” of 
Western culture entering Japan does not open up new 
spaces for identity formation. Instead, Japan “Japanizes 
the newness,” with Western influences becoming a 
“reward for giving up individuality.” 
So, the references to Humphrey Bogart and Watanabe’s 

linguistic mimicry are used by Murakami to critique the 
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superficial cultural hybridity that emerged in post-war 
Japan, where Western influences were absorbed and 
transformed rather than generating new, authentic 
modes of identity. 
Murakami is known to be a music enthusiast, with a 
large collection of records spanning genres like 
classical, jazz, and American pop. Music is deeply 
integrated into Murakami’s literary style and creative 
process, with the author drawing parallels between the 

rhythm, melody, and improvisation of music and his 
approach to writing. Specific musical references, like 
the Beatles’ “Norwegian Wood” or Beethoven’s Piano 
Sonatas, are used as motifs that connect to the themes 
and narratives of his novels. 
So the incorporation of these diverse Western musical 
influences from pop/rock to jazz to classical can be seen 
as emblematic of the cultural hybridity that permeates 
Murakami’s novels. The blending of these various 
musical styles, genres, and artists reflects the broader 
way Murakami’s work grapples with the tensions 

between tradition and modernity, the individual and 
society, in post-war Japan. The musical references 
become a way for him to explore the hybrid nature of 
identity and culture in a globalizing world. In this sense, 
Murakami’s strategic use of Western music in his 
novels serves as a literary device to represent the 
complex interplay of influences that define the 
postcolonial, hybrid condition of contemporary Japan. 
It is a key aspect of his distinctive narrative style and 
thematic concerns. 
She went on sipping and puffing and playing: several 

bossa novas, Rogers and Hart, Gershwin, Bob Dylan, 
Ray Charles, Carole King, The Beach Boys, Stevie 
Wonder, Kyu Sakamoto’s “Sukiyaki Song,” “Blue 
Velvet,” “Green Fields.” Sometimes she would close 
her eyes and nod or hum to the melody. (Murakami 
346). The novel clearly reflects Western cultural 
infusion, evidenced by references to The Beatles, Bob 
Dylan, Bossa Nova with its African origins and 
Japanese vocalist Kyu Sakamoto. These diverse 
elements illustrate Murakami’s inherent 
cosmopolitanism. Consequently, this intersection of 

global influences serves as the foundational catalyst for 
the hybrid narrative structure that defines the work. 
Integrating these disparate artistic traditions 
underscores the complex, polyphonic stylistic approach 
Murakami employs throughout the text. 
The story doesn’t end here with the discussion of music. 
It goes further when the characters mention the names 
of Western authors and novels throughout the novel. At 
the beginning of the story, as the protagonist, as he finds 
himself so far away from other people and doesn’t seem 
to have anything in common with them, he manages to 
meet this fella named Nagasawa. After they get to talk 

a little bit the boy says, “This man says he has read The 
Great Gatsby three times,” he said as if to himself. 
“Well, any friend of Gatsby is a friend of mine” 
(Murakami). 
Toru engages more in conversation with Nagasawa and 
asks him what kind of authors he like and he replies: 

“Balzac, Dante, Joseph Conrad, Dickens,” he answered 
without hesitation. “Not exactly fashionable.” 
“That’s why I read them. If you only read the books 

that everyone else is reading, you can only think 

what everyone else is thinking. That’s the world of 

hicks and slobs. 

Real people would be ashamed of themselves doing 
that. Haven’t you noticed, Watanabe? You and I are the 
only real ones in this dorm. The other guys are crap.” 

This took me off guard. “How can you say that?” 
“‘Cause it’s true. I know. I can see it. It’s like we have 
marks on our foreheads. And besides, we’ve both read 
The Great Gatsby.” 
I did some quick calculating. “But Fitzgerald’s only 
been dead 28 years,” I said. “So what? Two years? 
Fitzgerald’s advanced.” 
No one else in the dorm knew that Nagasawa was a 
secret reader of classic novels, nor would it have 
mattered if they had. (Murakami). 
Norwegian Wood engages in an intertextual dialogue 

with several canonical works of Western literature, such 
as The Great Gatsby, The Magic Mountain, and The 
Catcher in the Rye, inviting readers to draw parallels 
between the themes and motifs explored in Murakami’s 
work and those present in the cited texts, thus situating 
the novel within a larger literary tradition while 
simultaneously highlighting the universality of the 
human experiences and emotions depicted. 
But what about the fashion and the way the characters 
wear clothes in the novel? The Meiji period (1868-
1912) shook Japan for a big change. The capital was 

moved from Kyoto to Tokyo, and this current’s young 
leaders “set out to create a modern centralized state, 
under the rubric “Civilization and Enlightenment” (Van 
Asche 197). The craftsmen on the other hand, who for 
years had the government’s support, found themselves 
all alone and independent. But as Van Asche narrates: 
The textile industry, in particular silk, was enormously 
important to the government during this transitional 
period and became the mainstay of Japan’s industrial 
revolution. Silk was Japan’s number one export product 
in the Meiji period, and there were strong government 

incentives to increase consumption within and outside 
of Japan. The rapid industrialization and Westernization 
of Meiji Japan, rather than suppressing Japan’s 
traditional costume, acted as a catalyst for its 
preservation (197). 
So it means that until the early 20th century, the Japanese 
tended to wear their famous kimono (the Japanese 
traditional outfit). However, after World War II and the 
defeat of Japan against the US army, leading its forces 
occupying Japan for almost seven years from 1945 to 
1952, Japan and Japanese culture undertook significant 
changes including, its taste for fashion. 

Here in the novel, there are numerous occasions where 
the characters mention wearing “jeans.” Although the 
garment has its origins in Europe, later on it was mass-
produced under the names “Levi Strauss” and “Jacob 
Davis,” who also popularized jeans in the United States 
in the late 19th century. 
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Here we have a comprehensive and detailed description 
of Midori, one of the main characters, by Turo, the 
protagonist: 
She wore slim blue jeans and a navy T-shirt. An Apple 
Records logo nearly covered the back of the shirt. She 
had extremely narrow hips, as if she had somehow 
skipped puberty when the hips grow fuller, and this 
gave her a far more androgynous look than most girls 
have in slim jeans. The light pouring in from the kitchen 

window gave her figure a kind of vague outline. 
(Mrakami). 
He also, on another occasion, describes her as wearing 
“a man’s wrinkled, white balmacaan coat, a thin yellow 
jumper, blue jeans, and two bracelets on one wrist” 
(Murakami). 
Before moving to another incident, it should be taken 
into consideration that white jeans were also first 
introduced by Levi Strauss & Co. in the early 1960s, as 
part of a teen line called Slim Fits. 
One of the girls was on the large side. She wore a grey 

parka and white jeans, carried a large vinyl pocketbook, 
and had large, shell-shaped earrings. Her friend was a 
small girl with glasses (Murakami). 
The strategic incorporation of Western cultural 
references throughout Norwegian Wood functions to 
establish a sense of cultural hybridity and globalization 
that is reflective of the historical period depicted, 
inviting readers to consider the complex dynamics of 
cultural exchange and the ways in which the boundaries 
between “East” and “West” are often blurred. 

 

CONCLUSION: 

The analysis presented in this study has illuminated the 
ways in which Haruki Murakami’s acclaimed novel 
“Norwegian Wood” engages with the postcolonial 
condition of 1960s Japan through its innovative blend 
of Western and Japanese narrative techniques and 
cultural references. By strategically incorporating 
elements from diverse musical genres, from jazz to 
classical to American pop, Murakami creates a hybrid 
literary space that reflects the fractured identities and 
cultural dislocation experienced by his characters. 
As this paper has demonstrated, Murakami’s depiction 

of Tokyo as a “hybrid cultural space” is central to his 
exploration of postcolonial themes. The city’s maze-
like urban environment and fusion of traditional 
Japanese and Western influences serve as a symbolic 
backdrop for the protagonist Toru’s struggle to 
reconcile his own sense of self. Murakami’s 
experimental narrative structure, with its shifting 
perspectives and non-linear chronology, mirrors Toru’s 
fragmented psyche and the broader challenges of 
constructing an authentic identity in a globalizing 
world. Ultimately, “Norwegian Wood” stands as a 

powerful meditation on the psychic costs and creative 
possibilities inherent in the postcolonial condition. By 

embracing hybrid narrative forms and cultural 
influences, Murakami’s novel destabilizes essentialist 
notions of national and cultural identity, pointing to the 
emergence of new, syncretic modes of selfhood. 
The author’s strategic use of language and literary 
devices, such as metaphor and symbolism, further 
aligns “Norwegian Wood” with the broader tradition of 
postcolonial literature. While this study has focused on 
the postcolonial dimensions of “Norwegian Wood,” 

Murakami’s engagement with these themes extends 
across his broader body of work. From the liminal 
spaces of “The Wind-Up Bird Chronicle” to the 
transnational flows of “1Q84,” the author’s novels 
consistently deal with the complexities of identity in a 
globalized, post-imperial world. As such, this paper 
contributes to a growing body of scholarship that 
situates Murakami as a key figure in the postcolonial 
literary canon, whose innovative narratives offer a 
nuanced exploration of the challenges and opportunities 
of cultural hybridity. 
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